After Herman Melville -indeed, after the failure of Reconstruction and the reintroduction of Jim Crow -few works by white authors featured a black character. Mark Twain created Jim -though he is arguably more saint than human -and attempted to somewhat tackle race in Pudd'nhead Wilson. Steven Crane created The Monster. Still, William Stanley Braitwaithe, in his 1925 essay "The Negro in American Literature" which appeared in The New Negro, notes that beyond the 1891 An Imperative Duty by William Dean Howells (whom he mentions along with Joel Chandler Harris, George W. Cable, and Irwin Russell): "it is useless to consider any others [i.e. white authors], because there were none who succeeded in creating either a great story or a great character out of Negro life" (Braithwaite, 33). As to Howells' book, Braitwaithe calls it a "shadowy note" added to the "social record of American life." But Howells' small volume deserves a look, both for its sincere (if timid) effort to explore the race issue, by capitalizing on the then-burgeoning interest in evolution and genetics, and for the mixed messages his image-making sends. For Rhoda Aldgate -the halfoctoroon female lead and love interest in the story -is sympathetically intelligent and honorable though laden with self-loathing once the hitherto concealed secret of her slave origins is revealed to her. Howells' narrative (through his narrator) contains numerous ambiguously objective comments which may in fact reflect the author's versedness in the accepted stereotypes of the time. As with Harriet Beecher Stowe, much unwitting insult may be found within the language of the work.
The story reads well -quietly and pleasantly in Howell's modest style -while tentatively raising some of the incongruities resulting from America's fixation on skin color and what it supposedly reveals about an individual. Rhoda, unaware at first of her mixed race origins, begins as an ardent liberal when it comes to race relations, though she can still utter fatuities like "Oh, I can't imagine a colored Catholic. There seems something unnatural in the very idea." Her sentiments turn into a fairly oppressive horror once she learns the truth about her parents, but by book's end she finally accepts her state -though she is quite reluctant to allow Olney, the doctor who loves her, to encumber his future life with a woman he can never appear with socially.
A rather disturbing, cringe-inducing scene unfolds when the newly enlightened Rhoda takes refuge in a black church and can only recoil from the congregation surrounding her:
